Diffuse brain swelling after head injury: more often malignant in adults than children?
A series of 118 patients with diffuse traumatic brain swelling was studied retrospectively in order to compare the clinical findings in children with those in adults, and to determine the occurrence of neurological deterioration and outcome. The computerized tomography (CT) picture of absent third ventricle and basal cisterns was used to identify the cases. Although this condition has been associated with children, we found the same number of children and adults (59 cases each). Secondary deterioration (decline in consciousness, the development of new focal neurological signs, or an increase in intracranial pressure) occurred in 40% of cases and was more common in adults than children. Features that were significantly associated with deterioration were the presence of prolonged coma (> 1 hour) after the injury, CT signs of diffuse axonal injury or subarachnoid hemorrhage, or a recorded episode of hypotension. A moderate or good recovery at 6 months was achieved by 70 patients (59%), but 45 patients had a poor outcome (severe disability in nine, vegetative state in three, and death in 33) and this was often a consequence of secondary deterioration. In three patients, the outcome was not known. The combination of a severe initial injury, secondary insult, and diffuse swelling is associated with a poor outlook, particularly in adults. The CT appearance of diffuse swelling may develop more readily in children because of the lack of cerebrospinal fluid available for displacement. In children, diffuse swelling may have a relatively benign course unless there is a severe primary injury or a secondary hypotensive insult.